The tragic events of the last few months have changed Americans and how we view the world. The events of September 11, 2001 , and the subsequent bioterrorism scare have shaken our sense of security. We remained glued to the media to get the latest information about the terrorist attacks on our nation and about our leaders' responses to the unfolding events. These have been frightening times for Americans. The events and their ramifications on our way of life have dominated our thoughts and conversations over the last few months. The media have been relentless in keeping this topic in the forefront of their programming. Therefore, it has been hard to escape the bombardment of information about the events and their aftermath.
As health professionals, we have been transfixed by these events with a keen understanding of the pain and suffering experienced by the victims and their families involved in this tragedy. When the bioterrorist events unfolded, health professionals scurried to gather information about anthrax so we would be prepared to recognize this deadly disease and educate others about the transmission and characteristics of the disease. Now that the war on terrorism has moved beyond our shores, we are concerned about the effects that images of war have on all Americans, especially children. As the economy has eroded and many are out of work or have jobs that are threatened, we are aware of the stress that unemployment places on the family unit and communities. School nurses play a vital role in educating and supporting those in their school community-children, families, and staffduring these periods of uncertainty.
Uncertainty has been a topic of interest in nursing over the last decade. Many American individuals have become accustomed to having a fair amount of control, predictability, and certainty in their lives. An illness or major life change disrupts this sense of certainty because the event is new, ill defined, and can have a negative outcome. This disruption is viewed as threatening and presents possible danger and disequilibrium to the individual and the family. The ultimate goal is to resolve the situation, thereby restoring a sense of equilibrium and certainty (Mishel, 1990) . In some situations, this goal is realistic and attainable; however, in others, the uncertainty may persist while the outcome trajectory remains unknown. In such instances, adaptation to the new reality is important as the person moves forward, seeking a positive outcome from the imposed danger. The terrorist events during Fall 2001 have left us all with a sense of uncertaintya sense of disorganization and disequilibrium. We assumed the safety and security of our nation, but now there are doubts and fear of future unexpected terrorist events. These are beyond our ability to predict and control, thus heightening the sense of uncertainty.
Our children need reassurance and support through these times of turmoil and uncertainty. Although some children may not be able to interpret the meaning and significance of these current events, they are able to sense the concern, fear, and uncertainty in the adults around them. Many children witnessed the events of September 11 in vivid color being replayed over and over again on television. They watched the horror and sorrow expressed by those around them and tried to understand what they were observing. At a time when adults were having difficulty dealing with what was unfolding before their eyes, they also had to interpret these events to the children and provide the same support that they themselves needed. These events were uncharted waters for all of us. Their magnitude caught us off guard in knowing how to respond, but we knew we had to respond quickly and appropriately to support the children.
School nurses have been on the front lines of support for children. They were there September 11 to support students and staff as they observed the horrific events of the day. They were also there to observe the effects these events had on children, which included their comments, verbal and nonverbal behavior, longer-lasting effects such as fearfulness and sleep disturbances which affected their ability to perform at school, and headaches and stomachaches that brought them to the health office for comfort and security. These have also been challenging times for school staff members as they look for signs of stress in children and respond in a timely and supportive manner. Teachers and school nurses tell stories of children worried about their schools being the next target for terrorist attacks and of others fearful of separating from their parents. Children are reflecting the anxiety of the nation as it is seen on television and expressed by adults in their environment. Symptoms of acute anxiety include generalized anxiety, sleep disturbances, irritability, poor concentration, restlessness, and hypervigilance (American Psychiatric Association [APA], 1994).
Another concern is posttraumatic stress disorder, occurring when a person has been exposed to a traumatic event in which both of the following were present:
(1) the person experienced, witnessed, or was confronted with an event or events that involved actual or threatened death or serious injury, or a threat to the physical integrity of self or others.
(2) the person's response involved intense fear, helplessness, or horror.
Note: In children, this may be expressed instead by disorganized or agitated behavior. (APA, 1994, pp. 427-428) In addition, the play or artwork of children may reflect themes related to the traumatic events. They may be replaying images of the events that may affect their behavior and sleep. Their anxiety also may influence their ability to concentrate and experience pleasure in previously satisfying activities, and it may give them a sense of a threatened future.
School nurses need to be vigilant about the shortterm and long-term effects of stress and uncertainty in children and adolescents. The nurses need to educate parents and staff about the reactions that children may exhibit. They also should help adults in the child's environment to provide stability: Adults should be calm, maintain their usual family routines and structure, be open to the varying emotions displayed, display courage in times of difficulty, and express hope for the future. Children look to school nurses for a sense of security and source of strength. School nurses have an opportunity to create a sense of normalcy and balance as we face these times of uncertainty. There is hope, and this is seen in the eyes of children who look to us for guidance and direction. As partners with children, we need to reach out to them with hands of warmth and confidence about the future.
